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TALK ABOUT CANCER SCARES MOST PEOPLE TO DEATH
By Virginia Vickers Braun
Office of University Relations
University of Montana
MISSOULA—
"People die like they live," Mary Zartman-Nelson said.

A lot depends on

a person's attitude.
"If a person is lively, has spiritual faith, and is optimistic about things,
then he'll handle it in a positive way," she said.

A person who is bitter,

cynical and closed-in will handle it that way."
Zartman-Nelson has learned a lot about living and dying in the last three
years.

A graduate student in the Department of Interpersonal Communication at

the University of Montana, she has been a volunteer worker at Columbus Hospital
in Great Falls while writing a master's thesis on how cancer affects communication
between spouses.
Her research has involved extensive interviews with 10 couples, both
separately as individuals, and together as a couple.
Most of the couples she interviewed were older, retired or about to retire.
The average married life was 33 years and most had grown children.

Of the group,

six males and four females had cancer.
"Cancer has got to be one of the most dreaded diseases there is," she said.
"It's not a respectable disease, like heart disease.
you think of death.

When you think of cancer,

However, I prefer to think of it as a chronic illness that

needs to be coped with."
(over)

Cancer--add one

Cancer is a life-threatening disease, she said, but the survival rate is
better than most people think.

The prognosis for many of the victims she

interviewed is extremely hopeful and their treatments are going well.
While she is still in the process of assembling her data, Zartman-Nelson
has found that one of the most important things for couples is to "try to keep
things normal."

One way they do this is to minimize what's going on to pre

serve a normal relationship and their self esteem.
"Together a couple will keep up a pretense that everything is all right,
but separately they'll express their concerns," she said.
Women tend to be more expressive and ask more questions in talking about the
disease, she said.

Men have a harder time talking about their emotions and talk

more about the factual aspects of cancer.
Often, hospital personnel are uncomfortable talking to patients about cancer
Eight out of 10 patients and their spouses agreed that except for doctors, the
word cancer was never spoken while they were in the hospital.
"Knowledge of the disease helps people to feel like they've got some control
she said.

Cancer victims want to get as much information from as many different

sources as possible.

"What they often fear most is the unknown."

Patients want their doctors to be honest with them but they also want them
to be positive about their chances of controlling the disease.
"Hope is extremely important," Zartman-Nelson said.

"No one should ever

take hope awar from someone but it shouldn't be false hope."
Cancer victims, like everyone else, know they're not going to live forever,
she said.

What's important is for them to make the best use of their time, not

to be alone or in pain, and to feel resolution of their conflicts.
Zartman-Nelson says she has learned a lot from working with cancer victims.
But, she said, "There are no experts in this field except for the people
experiencing it."
(more)

Cancer--add two

Seeing how other people deal with cancer has affected her personal life
as well.

"I try not to let things go unresolved with my husband," she said.

"1 feel you should do those things you set out to do and that you shouldn't
live your life with unresolved conflicts and regrets."
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